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Abstract
Background: pha-4 encodes a forkhead box (FOX) A transcription factor serving as the C. elegans
pharynx organ identity factor during embryogenesis. Using Serial Analysis of Gene Expression
(SAGE), comparison of gene expression profiles between growing stages animals and long-lived,
developmentally diapaused dauer larvae revealed that pha-4 transcription is increased in the dauer
stage.
Results: Knocking down pha-4 expression by RNAi during post-embryonic development showed
that PHA-4 is essential for dauer recovery, gonad and vulva development. daf-16, which encodes a
FOXO transcription factor regulated by insulin/IGF-1 signaling, shows overlapping expression
patterns and a loss-of-function post-embryonic phenotype similar to that of pha-4 during dauer
recovery. pha-4 RNAi and daf-16 mutations have additive effects on dauer recovery, suggesting
these two regulators may function in parallel pathways. Gene expression studies using RT-PCR and
GFP reporters showed that pha-4 transcription is elevated under starvation, and a conserved
forkhead transcription factor binding site in the second intron of pha-4 is important for the
neuronal expression. The vulval transcription of lag-2, which encodes a ligand for the LIN-12/Notch
lateral signaling pathway, is inhibited by pha-4 RNAi, indicating that LAG-2 functions downstream
of PHA-4 in vulva development.
Conclusion:  Analysis of PHA-4 during post-embryonic development revealed previously
unsuspected functions for this important transcriptional regulator in dauer recovery, and may help
explain the network of transcriptional control integrating organogenesis with the decision between
growth and developmental arrest at the dauer entry and exit stages.
Background
At the second larval molt, C. elegans may arrest develop-
ment at the dauer stage in response to starvation and over-
crowding, but can resume development to the adult when
an environment favoring growth is encountered [1]. Entry
into and exit from the dauer stage are determined by envi-
ronmental cues, such as temperature, food supply and a
constitutively released, dauer-inducing pheromone [2-4].
Genes involved in dauer formation are called daf genes.
Dauer-constitutive (Daf-c) mutants form dauer larvae in
an environment with abundant food, whereas dauer-
defective (Daf-d) mutants fail to enter the dauer stage
when they are starved or overcrowded. Most Daf-c
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mutants are temperature-sensitive, revealing the natural
temperature dependence of dauer formation [5].
Many daf genes have been ordered in a branched genetic
pathway based on genetic epistasis [5]. Three functionally
overlapping pathways, including TGF-β, insulin/IGF-1,
and cyclic GMP signaling pathways, are involved in
responding to environmental cues [6]. DAF-7, a member
of the TGF-β superfamily of protein growth factors, signals
through downstream receptor kinases, SMAD transcrip-
tion factors and the DAF-12 nuclear hormone receptor to
inhibit dauer formation and promote reproductive devel-
opment [7-12]. The daf-2 gene encodes an IGF-1 receptor,
which functions through downstream kinases to phos-
phorylate the DAF-16/FOXO transcription factor [13-17],
and to influence the biosynthesis of ligands for DAF-12
[18-21].
As a step toward understanding the genetic basis of dia-
pause and longevity, Jones et al. [22] compared gene
expression profiles of dauer larvae and mixed-stage, grow-
ing populations by SAGE. Transcripts that were enriched
either in dauer larvae or in mixed stages were identified
[22]. SAGE tags corresponding to pha-4, which encodes a
FOXA transcription factor homolog, were detected in the
dauer stage (8 tags), but not in mixed stages (no tags).
PHA-4 is regarded as the organ identity factor for the C.
elegans  pharynx [23-25]. In pha-4  mutants, pharyngeal
cells are transformed into ectoderm and the development
of mutant animals is arrested after hatching [25]. pha-4
mRNA is highly enriched in both the pharyngeal and
intestinal primordia of the embryo, and low levels of pha-
4 transcripts can be detected in the L3/L4 larval somatic
gonad [26]. Candidate PHA-4 target genes in pharyngeal
development have been identified [27], and analysis of
target promoter sequences revealed several cis-regulatory
elements. These elements are targets of unknown tran-
scription factors, which function coordinately with PHA-
4 to modulate gene expression in different pharyngeal cell
types and at different developmental stages [28,29]. Ao et
al. [28] found that the DAF-12 nuclear hormone receptor
is one of these transcription factors. DAF-12 and PHA-4
function together to either activate or inhibit myo-2, the
pharyngeal muscle gene, in response to environmental
and developmental cues [28]. Thus, PHA-4 is an impor-
tant regulator that is expressed in several cell types and
controls a wide range of gene expression.
To assess PHA-4 functions in dauer larvae, we treated Daf-
c mutants with pha-4 RNAi. We found that PHA-4 is essen-
tial for dauer recovery, gonad and vulva development. The
hermaphrodite somatic gonad includes distal tip cells,
gonadal sheath cells, spermathecae and uterus. Distal tip
cells regulate gonadal arm elongation and the switch from
mitosis to meiosis in germline cells through the GLP-1/
Notch signaling pathway [30]. Gonadal sheath cells have
physical contacts with the germline; the muscle compo-
nents convey contractile properties required for ovula-
tion. Moreover, the sheath cells, spermathecal and uterine
precursor cells play regulatory roles in germline develop-
ment, such as promoting germline proliferation, exit from
pachytene, and/or gametogenesis [31]. Identification of
PHA-4 targets in the somatic gonad should help explain
the PHA-4 gonadal phenotype. The vulval transcription of
lag-2, which encodes a ligand for the LIN-12/Notch lateral
signaling pathway, is inhibited by pha-4 RNAi, indicating
that LAG-2 functions downstream of PHA-4 in vulva
development.
Results
PHA-4 is required for dauer recovery, gonad and vulva 
development
SAGE revealed that pha-4 transcription is elevated in dauer
larvae [22], suggesting that, in addition to pharyngeal org-
anogenesis, PHA-4 may function in dauer formation or
recovery. We used semi-quantitative RT-PCR to compare
pha-4 transcript levels in mixed-stages, dauer, and at dif-
ferent times during dauer recovery. pha-4 transcripts were
much more abundant in the dauer stage than in mixed
stages, and were also detected shortly after dauer larvae
started to recover. pha-4  transcripts decreased during
resumption of development (Fig. 1).
pha-4 transcripts are enriched in dauer larvae Figure 1
pha-4 transcripts are enriched in dauer larvae. Semi-
quantitative RT-PCR experiments were performed to deter-
mine levels of pha-4 and rpl-21 mRNA. rpl-21, which encodes 
a ribosomal protein, serves as the internal control for equal 
loading. Experiments were performed three times with con-
sistent results using three independent RNA preparations. 
Lane 1, mixed stages; lane 2, dauer; lane 3, 4 and 5, 2 hours, 
24 hours and 36 hours after placement in food, respectively. 
Dauer larvae begin to feed approximately three hours after 
exposure to food.BMC Developmental Biology 2008, 8:26 http://www.biomedcentral.com/1471-213X/8/26
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To determine PHA-4 function in the dauer stage, we
knocked-down pha-4 expression by feeding Daf-c mutant
animals  E. coli expressing  pha-4  double-stranded RNA
[32] from the time of hatching from the egg. As a control,
we fed the same strains with E. coli that carries the RNAi
vector (L4440) without any insert. Semi-quantitative RT-
PCR showed that pha-4  transcripts were efficiently
reduced by the RNAi treatment (Fig. 2A).
Dauer larvae with pha-4 RNAi treatment showed normal
dauer characteristics, including SDS resistance and a con-
stricted pharynx (not shown), suggesting that PHA-4 is
not required for dauer formation. However, when the
dauer larvae were transferred to an environment favoring
growth (fresh food and low temperature), they exhibited
decreased recovery compared to the control, 2 – 32% vs.
96 – 99% (Fig. 2B, Table 1). pha-4 RNAi-treated animals
that resumed development to the adult had abnormal
oocytes and embryos, and protruding vulvae (Fig. 2D,
2F). Adults fed the RNAi control under the same condi-
tions were normal (Fig. 2C, 2E). Thus, PHA-4 plays essen-
tial roles in dauer recovery and gonad/vulva development.
To assess the possible role of PHA-4 in gonad and vulva
development, a pha-4::gfp translational fusion carrying the
1.5 kb promoter (the first two exons and introns, and part
of the third exon of pha-4 fused in-frame with the gfp cod-
ing region) was injected into the germline of daf-
2(e1370). GFP was present in distal tip cells (DTCs), intes-
tinal cells (Fig. 3A) and neurons (not shown) in dauer lar-
vae, and in the spermathecae and uteri of L4 larvae (Fig.
3B).
PHA-4 is required for dauer recovery, gonad and vulva development Figure 2
PHA-4 is required for dauer recovery, gonad and vulva development. (A) pha-4 RNAi treatment efficiently inhibits 
pha-4 transcription. Semi-quantitative RT-PCR shows pha-4 and rpl-21 transcription levels in daf-7(e1372) and daf-2(e1370) 
dauer larvae treated with the RNAi control (lanes 1, 3) and pha-4 RNAi (lanes 2, 4). RT-PCR experiments were performed 
three times with consistent results using three independent RNA preparations. (B) PHA-4 is needed for dauer recovery. 
Dauer larvae formed constitutively at 25°C in the presence of pha-4 RNAi from hatching showed significantly decreased recov-
ery upon downshift to 15°C compared to control daf-7(e1372), daf-1(m40), daf-2(e1370), and age-1(m865) mutants. Percent-
ages of dauer recovery, numbers of animals scored, and p values for t-tests were shown in Table 1. The entire experiment was 
performed twice with triplicates for each treatment. (C-F) pha-4 is involved in gonad and vulva development. (C) Control 
post-dauer daf-7(e1372) adult; (D) pha-4 RNAi-treated post-dauer daf-7(e1372) adult; (E) control post-dauer daf-2(e1370) 
adult; and (F) pha-4 RNAi-treated post-dauer daf-2(e1370) adult. The Daf-c mutants all exhibit similar gonad and vulva defects 
with variable expressivity. Anterior is left and dorsal is up. dtc, distal tip cell; germ, germline; oo, oocytes; emb, embryos; vul, 
vulva. Scale bars, 10 μm.BMC Developmental Biology 2008, 8:26 http://www.biomedcentral.com/1471-213X/8/26
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DAF-16 is also important for dauer recovery, gonad and 
vulva development
Previous studies showed that DAF-16B, one of the daf-16
gene products, is expressed in the pharynx, somatic gonad
and tail neurons [33]. The overlapping expression pat-
terns of daf-16b and pha-4 and the essential roles of DAF-
16 during dauer development suggest the possibility that
DAF-16 may be involved in dauer recovery. Since daf-16 is
a Daf-d mutant, we used a daf-16(mgDf47); daf-7(e1372)
strain to examine dauer recovery and adults recovered
from the dauer stage. The daf-16(mgDf47) null mutant
carries the daf-16 mutation lacking the coding sequence
for DNA binding domains [33]. The daf-7 Daf-c mutant
affects the TGF-β pathway, and is not suppressed by daf-16
mutations [34]. The daf-16; daf-7 dauer larvae formed
constitutively at 25°C showed significantly decreased
recovery upon downshift to 15°C compared to the daf-
7(e1372) dauer larvae (Fig. 4A, Table 1). Animals, which
resumed development to the adult, showed defects in the
gonad and vulva similar to pha-4 RNAi-treated animals
(Fig. 4B, 4C).
DAF-16 and PHA-4 function in parallel pathways to 
regulate dauer recovery
Since pha-4 transcripts are elevated in dauer larvae, tran-
scription factors in dauer signaling pathways are candi-
dates for promoting pha-4 expression in dauer larvae. The
overlapping expression patterns and similar loss-of-func-
tion phenotypes of daf-16 and pha-4 suggest the possibil-
ity that DAF-16 may be a regulator of pha-4 transcription.
pha-4 is transcribed into three major transcripts: pha-4a, b
and c [26]. pha-4 b and c are trans-spliced with the SL1
leader mRNA at the beginning of exons 2 and 3, respec-
tively (Fig. 5A). Introns 1 and 2 are large (2247 bp and
1329 bp, respectively), considering that the median size
of confirmed introns in the C. elegans genome is 65 bp
Table 1: pha-4 and daf-16 are required for dauer recovery
Genotype RNAi Dauer recovery (%) a n b p
pha-4 is required for dauer recovery
daf-7(e1372) control 97.9 ± 2.1 71 /
daf-7(e1372) pha-4 32.1 ± 4.4 76 0.0002 c
daf-1(m40) control 99.3 ± 0.7 89 /
daf-1(m40) pha-4 27.4 ± 6.0 89 0.0003 c
daf-2(e1370) control 96.0 ± 1.4 108 /
daf-2(e1370) pha-4 10.4 ± 1.9 87 <0.0001 c
age-1(m865) control 96.6 ± 1.9 86 /
age-1(m865) pha-4 2.3 ± 1.2 84 <0.0001 c
daf-16 is required for dauer recovery
daf-7(e1372) / 97.3 ± 1.3 78 /
daf-16(mgDf47); daf-7(e1372) / 41.0 ± 3.6 92 0.0001 d
PHA-4 and DAF-16 function in parallel during dauer recovery
daf-7(e1372) control 97.3 ± 1.5 111 /
daf-7(e1372) pha-4 44.0 ± 2.4 107 <0.0001 c
daf-16(mgDf47); daf-7(e1372) control 53.5 ± 6.2 109 0.0023 e
daf-16(mgDf47); daf-7(e1372) pha-4 9.1 ± 2.1 101 0.0024 c
0.0004 f
a Mean percentages of dauer recovery ± standard errors.
b Number of animals scored.
c Daf-c mutants treated with control RNAi vs. pha-4 RNAi; p values for t-tests were calculated using the GraphPad Prism 4 software..
d daf-7 vs. daf-16; daf-7 treated with OP50 E. coli food.
e daf-7 vs. daf-16, daf-7 treated with control RNAi.
f daf-7 vs. daf-16; daf-7 with pha-4 RNAi.
pha-4 is expressed in the somatic gonad Figure 3
pha-4 is expressed in the somatic gonad. (A) pha-4::gfp 
expression in the distal tip cells and in the intestine of a daf-
2(e1370) dauer larva. (B) pha-4::gfp expression in the uterus 
and spermathecae of a daf-2(e1370) L4 larva. Anterior is left 
and dorsal is up. dtc, distal tip cell; sp, spermatheca; ut, 
uterus; int, intestine. Scale bars, 10 μm.BMC Developmental Biology 2008, 8:26 http://www.biomedcentral.com/1471-213X/8/26
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[35]. These introns may contain promoters for pha-4b and
pha-4c, or may carry cis-regulatory elements. The second
intron contains a potential DAF-16 binding site localized
near the 5' -end of the pha-4c coding region (Fig. 5A). This
site and flanking sequences are conserved in the corre-
sponding intron of the pha-4 homolog in C. briggsae (Fig.
5B).
We mutated the element in the pha-4::gfp construct, but
did not observe altered gfp expression in transgenic ani-
mals (data not shown). It is possible that pha-4a expres-
sion is not affected by the mutation. To test whether pha-
4b and pha-4c are regulated through this binding site, we
cloned a 3.8-kb DNA fragment of pha-4 (which carries the
first two introns, the second exon and part of the third
exon) in frame with the gfp coding sequence. We then
mutated the potential DAF-16 binding site, and injected
these two constructs into daf-2 animals. Animals carrying
the construct with the normal DAF-16 binding site
showed gfp expression only in head neurons (Fig. 5C);
whereas animals carrying the mutated DAF-16 binding
site showed very weak gfp expression in the same cells
(Fig. 5D). This suggests that the potential DAF-16 binding
site in the second intron of pha-4 has regulatory activity in
vivo.
DAF-16 is activated and localized to the nucleus shortly
after food deprivation [36]. We compared pha-4 mRNA
levels between well-fed and starved L3 larvae, the alterna-
tive third stage to dauer larvae. Starved wild-type L3 lar-
vae, which have high DAF-16 activity, had higher levels of
pha-4 transcripts than well-fed wild-type L3 larvae, which
have low DAF-16 activity (Fig. 5E). However, starvation
also increases pha-4 transcription in the daf-16(mgDf47)
null mutant background, although both well-fed and
starved daf-16 animals showed slightly lower pha-4 tran-
scription compared to wild-type N2 animals (Fig. 5E).
These results suggest that there may be more than one
transcriptional regulator promoting pha-4 transcription in
response to starvation.
To test the genetic interaction between DAF-16 and PHA-
4, we treated the daf-16; daf-7 double mutant, which is
Daf-c, with the control or pha-4 RNAi in dauer recovery
assays. pha-4 RNAi treatment further reduced recovery of
daf-16; daf-7 dauer larvae (Fig. 5F, Table 1). This result
suggests that DAF-16 and PHA-4 may function in parallel
pathways to regulate dauer recovery.
Knocking-down pha-4 by RNAi inhibits lag-2 transcription 
in vulval cells
lag-2 is a candidate PHA-4 target, since pha-4 and lag-2 are
both expressed in DTCs in dauer larvae, and there are two
potential PHA-4 binding sites in the 1 kb lag-2 promoter.
lag-2 encodes a ligand for Notch signaling pathways in
gonad and vulva development [37,38]. LAG-2 expression
in DTCs regulates entry into mitosis versus meiosis
through the GLP-1/Notch signaling pathway [38]. Dauer
larvae carrying an integrated lag-2::gfp reporter exhibited
lag-2  expression in IL1 neurons and DTCs (data not
shown).
We crossed the integrated lag-2::gfp reporter into the daf-
2(e1370) mutant to test the effect of pha-4 RNAi on lag-2
expression in DTCs and to assess possible post-dauer
gonadal defects. We found that lag-2::gfp expression in
DTCs and IL1 neurons is not affected by pha-4 RNAi treat-
ment, nor did lag-2  RNAi-treated animals show post-
dauer gonad defects that were observed in animals treated
with pha-4 RNAi (data not shown). GLD-1, a KH motif-
containing RNA binding protein, functions downstream
of LAG-2 in the GLP-1/Notch signaling pathway in germ-
DAF-16 regulates dauer recovery, gonad and vulva develop- ment Figure 4
DAF-16 regulates dauer recovery, gonad and vulva 
development. (A) DAF-16 is involved in dauer recovery. 
The daf-16(mgDf47); daf-7(e1372) double mutant has signifi-
cantly decreased dauer recovery percentage compared to 
daf-7(1372). Percentages of dauer recovery, numbers of ani-
mals scored, and p values for t-tests are shown in Table 1. 
The entire experiment was performed twice with triplicates 
for each treatment. (B-C) DAF-16 is involved in post-dauer 
gonad and vulva development. (B) A daf-7(e1372) post-dauer 
adult, and (C) a daf-16(mgDf47); daf-7(e1372) post-dauer 
adult. Anterior is left and dorsal is up. vul, vulva; oo, oocytes; 
and emb, embryos. Scale bars, 10 μm.BMC Developmental Biology 2008, 8:26 http://www.biomedcentral.com/1471-213X/8/26
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DAF-16 and PHA-4 function in parallel during dauer recovery Figure 5
DAF-16 and PHA-4 function in parallel during dauer recovery. (A-E) Transcriptional regulation of pha-4 expression. 
(A) pha-4 gene structure (adapted from [49]). (B) The potential DAF-16 binding site in the second intron of pha-4 and flanking 
sequences are conserved in the corresponding intron of C. briggsae. The potential DAF-16 binding site is shown in red, capital 
letters. (C) A daf-2(e1370) L4 larva carrying a pha-4::gfp reporter with the potential DAF-16 binding site shows gfp expression 
in head neurons. (D) A daf-2(e1370) L4 larva carrying a pha-4::gfp reporter with the potential DAF-16 binding site mutated 
shows diminished gfp expression in head neurons. Two transgenic lines were made from each construct. 20 animals were 
examined from each transgenic line. Over 50% of animals showed representative expression patterns as shown in this panel. 
Pictures were taken using the same exposure time. (E) Increased pha-4 transcription upon starvation. Semi-quantitative RT-
PCR experiments were performed to assess pha-4 transcript levels in well-fed N2 L3 larvae with low DAF-16 activity (lane 1); 
starved N2 L3 larvae with high DAF-16 activity (lane 2); well-fed daf-16(mgDf47) L3 larvae and starved daf-16(mgDf47) L3 lar-
vae with no DAF-16 activity (lanes 3 and 4). RT-PCR experiments were performed three times with consistent results using 
three independent RNA preparations. (F) The daf-16 mutation and pha-4 RNAi have additive effects on dauer recovery. A daf-
16(mgDf47); daf-7(e1372) double mutant treated with pha-4 RNAi showed more severe dauer recovery defects compared to 
either the daf-16(mgDf47); daf-7(e1372) mutant control or the daf-7(e1372) mutant treated with pha-4 RNAi. Percentages of 
dauer recovery, numbers of animals scored, and p values for t-tests are shown in Table 1. The entire experiment was per-
formed twice with triplicates for each treatment.BMC Developmental Biology 2008, 8:26 http://www.biomedcentral.com/1471-213X/8/26
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line development [39]. pha-4 RNAi treatment also does
not affect GLD-1 expression in the daf-7(e1372) mutant
(data not shown). Hence, PHA-4 may not function
through the LAG-2-GLP-1/Notch signaling in gonad
development.
lag-2 is also expressed in P6.p and its descendants, the
cells that adopt the 1° vulval fate [37,40,41]. LAG-2 is one
of the ligands that function through LIN-12/Notch lateral
signaling to promote P5.p and P7.p to adopt 2° vulval
fate [37]. Previous studies showed that a lag-2 tempera-
ture-sensitive (ts) mutant has a protruding vulva (Pvl)
when it is grown at the restrictive temperature [42]. The
Pvl phenotype is similar to that of pha-4 RNAi-treated ani-
mals. Thus, it is possible that LAG-2 functions down-
stream of PHA-4 in vulva development. Using the same
lag-2::gfp transgene as shown in previous studies [40,41],
we observed lag-2::gfp expression in four P6.p descendant
cells in L4 larvae. pha-4 RNAi greatly decreased lag-2::gfp
expression in those P6.p descendant cells (Figure 6).
Therefore, PHA-4 is required for lag-2 expression in vulval
cells in vivo. Although electrophoretic mobility shift assays
(EMSAs) indicated that PHA-4 binds to the lag-2  pro-
moter in vitro (data not shown), it is not clear whether
PHA-4 directly promotes lag-2 transcription in vulval pre-
cursor cells. Taken together, the data show that PHA-4 is
important for lag-2 transcription in vulva development,
but does not affect lag-2 expression in distal tip cells for
germline development.
Discussion
PHA-4 plays essential roles in post-dauer development
PHA-4 is expressed in every pharyngeal cell during embry-
onic development, and it directly regulates expression of
many pharyngeal genes [23,24,27-29]. SAGE and RT-PCR
data showed that pha-4 transcription is elevated in the
dauer stage. Our RNAi analysis revealed that PHA-4 plays
essential roles in dauer recovery, gonad and vulva devel-
opment. Thus, PHA-4 serves as a key regulator to control
different aspects of embryonic and larval development.
pha-4 is expressed in the somatic gonad. Previous studies
suggested that there is an unknown signal from gonadal
sheath cells, uterus and spermathecae precursor cells that
regulates germline development [31]. Identification of
PHA-4 targets in gonad and vulva development may help
characterize this unknown signal.
DAF-16 and PHA-4 function in parallel pathways during 
dauer recovery
Transcription factors from dauer pathways are potential
regulators of pha-4 transcription since pha-4 mRNA levels
are increased in dauer larvae. We focused on DAF-16
because 1) daf-16 and pha-4 have overlapping expression
patterns, 2) daf-16 and pha-4 have similar loss-of-function
phenotypes, and 3) there is a conserved, potential DAF-16
PHA-4 is required for vulval transcription of lag-2 Figure 6
PHA-4 is required for vulval transcription of lag-2. 
DR2429 daf-2(e1370); qIs56(unc-119 lag-2::gfp) animals were 
treated with control or pha-4 RNAi after hatching at 25°C 
until dauer larvae formed constitutively. The dauer larvae 
were then transferred to fresh RNAi plates and incubated at 
15°C for 2 days until animals resumed development to the 
late L4 stage. Two out of four P6.p descendant cells with lag-
2::gfp expression are indicated by arrow heads in a control 
DR2429 post-dauer L4 larva (A) and a DR2429 post-dauer 
L4 larva with pha-4 RNAi treatment (B). The other two P6.p 
descendant cells show similar lag-2::gfp expression patterns. 
The entire experiment was performed twice with 40 animals 
examined for each treatment. 37 out of 40 pha-4 RNAi-
treated DR2429 post-dauer L4 larvae showed obviously 
diminished lag-2::gfp in four P6.p descendant cells compared 
to control animals. Anterior is left and dorsal is up. Scale 
bars, 10 μm.BMC Developmental Biology 2008, 8:26 http://www.biomedcentral.com/1471-213X/8/26
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binding site in the non-coding region of pha-4. We have
shown that this potential DAF-16 binding site has regula-
tory function on pha-4 expression in head neurons. How-
ever, this regulation is unlikely to be important for the
RNAi phenotypes we observed since gene expression in
wild-type neurons is refractory to RNAi.
pha-4  shows increased transcription under starvation,
which also causes increased DAF-16 activities. This obser-
vation is consistent with the recent study that PHA-4 plays
important roles in dietary restriction-mediated life span
extension and pha-4 transcription is increased upon die-
tary restriction or in the eat-2 mutant, which serves as a
genetic mimic of dietary restriction [43]. However, the
increased  pha-4  transcription upon starvation is inde-
pendent of daf-16. This does not exclude the possibility
that DAF-16 activates pha-4 transcription, but it suggests
there may be multiple transcription factors that regulate
pha-4 expression.
We employed dauer recovery assays to characterize the
genetic interaction between daf-16 and pha-4. The daf-16
mutation and pha-4 RNAi have additive effects on inhibi-
tion of dauer recovery. A daf-16; daf-7 dauer-constitutive
mutant treated with pha-4  RNAi showed more severe
dauer recovery defects compared to either the daf-16; daf-
7  mutant treated with the control RNAi or the daf-7
mutant treated with pha-4 RNAi. Therefore, DAF-16 and
PHA-4 function in parallel pathways to regulate dauer
recovery.
Other potential regulators of PHA-4
The regulation of pha-4 expression and activity is complex.
pha-4 expression in the intestine is inhibited by the let-7
micro RNA, which is essential for the transition from the
L4 larval stage to adult [44]. Interestingly, let-7 also inhib-
its DAF-12 expression in hypodermal seam cells [44].
Since micro RNAs usually regulate translation of the
mRNA, increased mRNA levels do not guarantee elevated
activity. It will be interesting to examine whether PHA-4
protein levels and activities are increased in dauer larvae.
There is a tract of 29 C residues in the second intron of
pha-4 (Fig. 5A). Deletions in this sequence can be fre-
quently detected in the dog-1  (DEAH helicase) mutant
[45], which exhibits germline and somatic deletions in
genes containing such poly G/C tracts. However, it is not
yet known whether this poly C tract plays a regulatory role
in pha-4  expression. Recently, Updike and Mango [46]
have reported a screen for suppressors of pha-4 loss-of-
function. One of the suppressors (px63) turned out to be
an allele of pha-4, with elevated expression. The pha-
4(px63)  allele carries a 156 bp deletion in the second
intron, and an insertion of ≥ 5.3 kb between the 3' end of
intron 2 and the middle of exon 5 [46]. Interestingly the
deletion overlaps with the polyC tract, and the insertion is
likely to overlap with the potential DAF-16 binding site
and flanking sequences. Updike and Mango proposed
that the DNA sequence rearrangement in pha-4(px63)
either disrupts a negative regulatory element or introduces
a positive element for pha-4 expression [46]. It will be
interesting to test which mutation is responsible for the
elevated pha-4 expression and whether the polyC tract or
the potential DAF-16 binding site is involved.
PHA-4 is required for vulval transcription of lag-2
lag-2 encodes the ligand for Notch signaling pathways in
the gonad and vulva. Our results showed that PHA-4 is
important for lag-2 transcription in vulval cells, but does
not affect lag-2 expression in distal tip cells for germline
development. Vulval transcription of lag-2 is regulated by
the inductive EGFR/MAPK signaling pathway, and LIN-31
is the transcription factor functioning downstream of this
pathway in vulva development [37]. Although we found
that PHA-4 binds an element in the lag-2 promoter in
vitro, we did not detect any PHA-4 expression in vulval
cells where lag-2 is expressed using the partial PHA-4::GFP
translational fusion reporter. More work will be required
to determine whether PHA-4 directly promotes lag-2 tran-
scription, or whether it functions through components of
the EGFR/MAPK pathway.
Conclusion
DAF-16 and PHA-4 play essential roles during dauer
recovery, and PHA-4 functions upstream of LIN-12/Notch
signaling during vulval development. The dauer/non-
dauer decision is determined by food, population density
and temperature [5]. The essential functions of PHA-4 in
both pharyngeal and reproductive development in
response to environmental factors suggest a link between
nutrient in-take and reproduction. Hence, the analysis of
PHA-4 functions in dauer larvae will help explain how the
overall network of transcriptional control is formed, and
how different aspects of C. elegans development are inte-
grated.
Methods
Strains
Strains were maintained as described by Brenner [47].
Strain names and genotypes of animals used were:
GR1329  daf-16(mgDf47)I, DR2279 age-1(m875)II,
CB1370 daf-2(e1370)III, CB1372 daf-7(e1372)III, DR40
daf-1(m40)IV, DR2427 daf-16(mgDf47)I; daf-7(e1372)III,
DR2429 daf-2(e1370)III; qIs56(unc-119; lag-2::gfp)(IV or
V), DR2454 daf-2(e1370III) mEx167 [rol-6(su1006) pha-
4pE3::gfp], DR2455 daf-2(e1370III) mEx168 [rol-
6(su1006) pha-4pE3::gfp], DR2458 daf-2(e1370III)
mEx169 [rol-6(su1006) pha-4::gfp], DR2459 daf-
2(e1370III) mEx170 [rol-6(su1006) pha-4::gfp], DR2460
daf-2(e1370III) mEx171 [rol-6(su1006) pha-4::gfp(M)],BMC Developmental Biology 2008, 8:26 http://www.biomedcentral.com/1471-213X/8/26
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and DR2461 daf-2(e1370III) mEx172 [rol-6(su1006) pha-
4::gfp(M)].
RNAi
A 1.3-kb coding region of the pha-4 gene was amplified
from C. elegans genomic DNA using primers 5' CGG AAT
TCG TTT TAC CAC TGG CAC CAC 3' and 5' CCC AAG
CTT CTG GTA TAC TCC GTT GGT G 3'. The PCR products
were cloned into the RNAi vector L4440 between the EcoR
I and Hind III sites. The pha-4 RNAi construct was trans-
formed into E. coli HT115(DE3). RNAi bacteria cultiva-
tion and double-stranded RNA induction were performed
as described by Kamath et al. [32]. In all RNAi assays, E.
coli HT115(DE3) carrying the empty RNAi vector L4440
was fed to the same strain as controls.
Dauer recovery assays
About ten Daf-c gravid adults were transferred to RNAi
plates, and allowed to lay eggs for 4 to 6 hours before they
were removed. The plates were incubated at 25°C for
three days until dauer larvae formed constitutively. The
dauer larvae were then transferred to fresh RNAi plates
and incubated at 15°C to resume development. Animals
that became L4 larvae or young adults after 3 days at 15°C
were scored as recovered. Gonad and vulva morphologies
of these adult animals were examined using a Zeiss Axio-
scope with Nomarski optics.
RT-PCR
Total RNA was extracted using the Trizol reagent (Invitro-
gen) following the manufacturer's instructions. Reverse
transcription followed by PCR reactions were performed
to determine gene transcription levels from different sam-
ples as previously described [48]. The following gene-spe-
cific primers were used to amplify transcripts of interest:
pha-4, 5' GCG GAG CTC ATG AAC GCT CAG GAC TAT
CTG 3' and 5' CGC AAG CTT TAG GTT GGC GGC CGA
GTT C 3' ; rpl-21, 5' ATG ACT AAC TCC AAG GGT C 3' and
5' TCA CGC AAC AAT CTC GAA AC 3'
pha-4::gfp reporters
A 5.5-kb DNA fragment that contains the 1.5-kb promoter
through part of the third exon of pha-4  was amplified
from C. elegans genomic DNA using primers 5' CAA CGA
GAG GGC ATG CTG TGA AC 3' and 5' CGG GAT CCT
GAT ATG GTT GGT AGT TTA ACG 3'. The PCR products
were cloned into the vector pPD95.67 (a gift from Dr.
Andrew Fire) between the Sph I and BamH I sites. The pha-
4::gfp clone (50 ng/μl) was injected into the ovaries of daf-
2(e1370) young adults along with the pRF4 rol-6(su1006)
dominant transformation marker (100 ng/μl).
To test whether the potential DAF-16 binding site in the
second intron of pha-4 is functional in vivo, a 3.8-kb DNA
fragment was amplified from C. elegans genomic DNA
using primers 5' ACA TGC ATG CGT AAG GCA CCA GTT
ATT TTC TG 3' and 5' CGG GAT CCG GCC TGC AAG AAA
AAA ATT GAA AG 3'. The PCR products were cloned into
the vector pPD95.67 between the Sph I and BamH I sites.
The potential DAF-16 binding site (TATTTAC) was
mutated to GCGGGCA using the QuickChange site-
directed mutagenesis kit (Stratagene). The constructs (50
ng/μl) with normal or mutant binding sites were co-
injected into the ovaries of daf-2(e1370)  young adults
along with the pRF4 (100 ng/μl) marker.
Note
It has been reported that PHA-4 function is required for
exit from the dauer stage and for development of the vulva
[28,46].
Abbreviations
SAGE, serial analysis of gene expression; RT-PCR, reverse
transcriptase polymerase chain reaction; Daf, dauer for-
mation; RNAi, double stranded RNAi-mediated interfer-
ence; GFP, green fluorescent protein; DTC, distal tip cell.
Authors' contributions
DC and DLR. designed the experiments and drafted the
manuscript. DC carried out the experiments.
Acknowledgements
We thank P. Albert for help with Figures; S. Jones and S. Holt for help with 
SAGE data; G. Ruvkun for the daf-16(mgDf47) strain; J. Kimble for lag-2::gfp 
and lag-2(q420) strains; T. Schdel for the gld-1::gfp strain; S. Mango for shar-
ing unpublished results; A. Fire for the gfp vector; and members of the Rid-
dle laboratory for helpful discussion. Some strains were obtained from 
Caenorhabditis Genetics Center, funded by the NIH, National Center for 
Research Resources. This work was supported by NIH grants AG12689 
and GM60151 to D.L.R. D.C. was supported by a Life Sciences Fellowship 
from the University of Missouri.
References
1. Cassada RC, Russell RL: The dauerlarva, a post-embryonic
developmental variant of the nematode Caenorhabditis ele-
gans.  Dev Biol 1975, 46(2):326-342.
2. Golden JW, Riddle DL: A pheromone-induced developmental
switch in Caenorhabditis elegans: Temperature-sensitive
mutants reveal a wild-type temperature-dependent process.
Proc Natl Acad Sci U S A 1984, 81(3):819-823.
3. Jeong PY, Jung M, Yim YH, Kim H, Park M, Hong E, Lee W, Kim YH,
Kim K, Paik YK: Chemical structure and biological activity of
the Caenorhabditis elegans dauer-inducing pheromone.
Nature 2005, 433(7025):541-545.
4. Butcher RA, Fujita M, Schroeder FC, Clardy J: Small-molecule phe-
romones that control dauer development in Caenorhabditis
elegans.  Nat Chem Biol 2007, 3(7):420-422.
5. Riddle DL, Albert PS: Genetic and Environmental Regulation of
Dauer Larva Development.  In C elegans II Plainview, N.Y. , Cold
Spring Harbor Laboratory Press; 1997:739-768. 
6. Hu PJ: Dauer.  In WormBook Edited by: Community TCR.  Worm-
Book. 
7. Antebi A, Yeh WH, Tait D, Hedgecock EM, Riddle DL: daf-12
encodes a nuclear receptor that regulates the dauer dia-
pause and developmental age in C. elegans.  Genes Dev 2000,
14(12):1512-1527.
8. da Graca LS, Zimmerman KK, Mitchell MC, Kozhan-Gorodetska M,
Sekiewicz K, Morales Y, Patterson GI: DAF-5 is a Ski oncoproteinBMC Developmental Biology 2008, 8:26 http://www.biomedcentral.com/1471-213X/8/26
Page 10 of 10
(page number not for citation purposes)
homolog that functions in a neuronal TGF beta pathway to
regulate C. elegans dauer development.  Development 2004,
131(2):435-446.
9. Estevez M, Attisano L, Wrana JL, Albert PS, Massague J, Riddle DL:
The daf-4 gene encodes a bone morphogenetic protein
receptor controlling C. elegans dauer larva development.
Nature 1993, 365(6447):644-649.
10. Georgi LL, Albert PS, Riddle DL: daf-1, a C. elegans gene control-
ling dauer larva development, encodes a novel receptor pro-
tein kinase.  Cell 1990, 61(4):635-645.
11. Patterson GI, Koweek A, Wong A, Liu Y, Ruvkun G: The DAF-3
Smad protein antagonizes TGF-beta-related receptor sign-
aling in the Caenorhabditis elegans dauer pathway.  Genes Dev
1997, 11(20):2679-2690.
12. Ren P, Lim CS, Johnsen R, Albert PS, Pilgrim D, Riddle DL: Control
of C. elegans larval development by neuronal expression of a
TGF-beta homolog.  Science 1996, 274(5291):1389-1391.
13. Kimura KD, Tissenbaum HA, Liu Y, Ruvkun G: daf-2, an insulin
receptor-like gene that regulates longevity and diapause in
Caenorhabditis elegans.  Science 1997, 277(5328):942-946.
14. Lin K, Dorman JB, Rodan A, Kenyon C: daf-16: An HNF-3/fork-
head family member that can function to double the life-
span of Caenorhabditis elegans.  Science 1997,
278(5341):1319-1322.
15. Ogg S, Paradis S, Gottlieb S, Patterson GI, Lee L, Tissenbaum HA,
Ruvkun G: The Fork head transcription factor DAF-16 trans-
duces insulin-like metabolic and longevity signals in C. ele-
gans.  Nature 1997, 389(6654):994-999.
16. Ogg S, Ruvkun G: The C. elegans PTEN homolog, DAF-18, acts
in the insulin receptor-like metabolic signaling pathway.  Mol
Cell 1998, 2(6):887-893.
17. Paradis S, Ruvkun G: Caenorhabditis elegans Akt/PKB trans-
duces insulin receptor-like signals from AGE-1 PI3 kinase to
the DAF-16 transcription factor.  Genes Dev 1998,
12(16):2488-2498.
18. Gerisch B, Weitzel C, Kober-Eisermann C, Rottiers V, Antebi A: A
hormonal signaling pathway influencing C. elegans metabo-
lism, reproductive development, and life span.  Dev Cell 2001,
1(6):841-851.
19. Held JM, White MP, Fisher AL, Gibson BW, Lithgow GJ, Gill MS:
DAF-12-dependent rescue of dauer formation in
Caenorhabditis elegans by (25S)-cholestenoic acid.  Aging Cell
2006, 5(4):283-291.
20. Jia K, Albert PS, Riddle DL: DAF-9, a cytochrome P450 regulat-
ing C. elegans larval development and adult longevity.  Devel-
opment 2002, 129(1):221-231.
21. Motola DL, Cummins CL, Rottiers V, Sharma KK, Li T, Li Y, Suino-
Powell K, Xu HE, Auchus RJ, Antebi A, Mangelsdorf DJ: Identifica-
tion of ligands for DAF-12 that govern dauer formation and
reproduction in C. elegans.  Cell 2006, 124(6):1209-1223.
22. Jones SJ, Riddle DL, Pouzyrev AT, Velculescu VE, Hillier L, Eddy SR,
Stricklin SL, Baillie DL, Waterston R, Marra MA: Changes in gene
expression associated with developmental arrest and lon-
gevity in Caenorhabditis elegans.  Genome Res 2001,
11(8):1346-1352.
23. Horner MA, Quintin S, Domeier ME, Kimble J, Labouesse M, Mango
SE:  pha-4, an HNF-3 homolog, specifies pharyngeal organ
identity in Caenorhabditis elegans.  Genes Dev 1998,
12(13):1947-1952.
24. Kalb JM, Lau KK, Goszczynski B, Fukushige T, Moons D, Okkema PG,
McGhee JD: pha-4 is Ce-fkh-1, a fork head/HNF-
3alpha,beta,gamma homolog that functions in organogene-
sis of the C. elegans pharynx.  Development 1998,
125(12):2171-2180.
25. Mango SE, Lambie EJ, Kimble J: The pha-4 gene is required to
generate the pharyngeal primordium of Caenorhabditis ele-
gans.  Development 1994, 120(10):3019-3031.
26. Azzaria M, Goszczynski B, Chung MA, Kalb JM, McGhee JD: A fork
head/HNF-3 homolog expressed in the pharynx and intes-
tine of the Caenorhabditis elegans embryo.  Dev Biol 1996,
178(2):289-303.
27. Gaudet J, Mango SE: Regulation of organogenesis by the
Caenorhabditis elegans FoxA protein PHA-4.  Science 2002,
295(5556):821-825.
28. Ao W, Gaudet J, Kent WJ, Muttumu S, Mango SE: Environmentally
induced foregut remodeling by PHA-4/FoxA and DAF-12/
NHR.  Science 2004, 305(5691):1743-1746.
29. Gaudet J, Muttumu S, Horner M, Mango SE: Whole-genome anal-
ysis of temporal gene expression during foregut develop-
ment.  PLoS Biol 2004, 2(11):e352.
30. Hubbard EJ, Greenstein D: The Caenorhabditis elegans gonad:
a test tube for cell and developmental biology.  Dev Dyn 2000,
218(1):2-22.
31. McCarter J, Bartlett B, Dang T, Schedl T: Soma-germ cell interac-
tions in Caenorhabditis elegans: multiple events of hermaph-
rodite germline development require the somatic sheath
and spermathecal lineages.  Dev Biol 1997, 181(2):121-143.
32. Kamath RS, Martinez-Campos M, Zipperlen P, Fraser AG, Ahringer J:
Effectiveness of specific RNA-mediated interference
through ingested double-stranded RNA in Caenorhabditis
elegans.  Genome Biol 2001, 2(1):RESEARCH0002.
33. Lee RY, Hench J, Ruvkun G: Regulation of C. elegans DAF-16
and its human ortholog FKHRL1 by the daf-2 insulin-like sig-
naling pathway.  Curr Biol 2001, 11(24):1950-1957.
34. Riddle DL, Swanson MM, Albert PS: Interacting genes in nema-
tode dauer larva formation.  Nature 1981, 290(5808):668-671.
35. Spieth J, Lawson D: Overview of gene structure.  In WormBook
Edited by: Community TCR.  WormBook. 
36. Henderson ST, Johnson TE: daf-16 integrates developmental
and environmental inputs to mediate aging in the nematode
Caenorhabditis elegans.  Curr Biol 2001, 11(24):1975-1980.
37. Chen N, Greenwald I: The lateral signal for LIN-12/Notch in C.
elegans vulval development comprises redundant secreted
and transmembrane DSL proteins.  Dev Cell 2004, 6(2):183-192.
38. Henderson ST, Gao D, Lambie EJ, Kimble J: lag-2 may encode a sig-
naling ligand for the GLP-1 and LIN-12 receptors of C. ele-
gans.  Development 1994, 120(10):2913-2924.
39. Jones AR, Schedl T: Mutations in gld-1, a female germ cell-spe-
cific tumor suppressor gene in Caenorhabditis elegans,
affect a conserved domain also found in Src-associated pro-
tein Sam68.  Genes Dev 1995, 9(12):1491-1504.
40. Dufourcq P, Victor M, Gay F, Calvo D, Hodgkin J, Shi Y: Functional
requirement for histone deacetylase 1 in Caenorhabditis ele-
gans gonadogenesis.  Mol Cell Biol 2002, 22(9):3024-3034.
41. Poulin G, Dong Y, Fraser AG, Hopper NA, Ahringer J: Chromatin
regulation and sumoylation in the inhibition of Ras-induced
vulval development in Caenorhabditis elegans.  Embo J 2005,
24(14):2613-2623.
42. Gao D, Kimble J: APX-1 can substitute for its homolog LAG-2
to direct cell interactions throughout Caenorhabditis ele-
gans development.  Proc Natl Acad Sci U S A 1995,
92(21):9839-9842.
43. Panowski SH, Wolff S, Aguilaniu H, Durieux J, Dillin A: PHA-4/Foxa
mediates diet-restriction-induced longevity of C. elegans.
Nature 2007, 447(7144):550-555.
44. Grosshans H, Johnson T, Reinert KL, Gerstein M, Slack FJ: The tem-
poral patterning microRNA let-7 regulates several tran-
scription factors at the larval to adult transition in C.
elegans.  Dev Cell 2005, 8(3):321-330.
45. Cheung I, Schertzer M, Rose A, Lansdorp PM: Disruption of dog-1
in Caenorhabditis elegans triggers deletions upstream of
guanine-rich DNA.  Nat Genet 2002, 31(4):405-409.
46. Updike DL, Mango SE: Genetic suppressors of C. elegans pha-4/
FoxA identify the predicted AAA helicase ruvb-1/RuvB.
Genetics 2007.
47. Brenner S: The genetics of Caenorhabditis elegans.  Genetics
1974, 77(1):71-94.
48. Jia K, Chen D, Riddle DL: The TOR pathway interacts with the
insulin signaling pathway to regulate C. elegans larval devel-
opment, metabolism and life span.  Development 2004,
131(16):3897-3906.
49. www.wormbase.org